H undreds of years before Jules Verne's heyday, France was in the vanguard of science fiction -driven by the world view of an extraordinary scientistphilosopher. René Descartes' 1644 Principles of Philosophy launched the paradigm of a 'clockwork' cosmos of matter and motion mastered by the rational yet metaphysical mind. Although later criticized as the "ghost in the machine", this mind-matter duality inspired a tradition of reasoned speculation about the nature of the world.
Pierre Gassendi was its fountainhead. An empiricist, he published the first data on the transit of Mercury in 1631, posited the idea of infinite space and urged open-ended investigation of the mat erial world. Gassendi decried metaphysics, but was fascinated by Descartes' idea of a mind probing the Universe, which Enlightenment technology was then gradually revealing.
Gassendi's literary inheritor was his pupil, With literary giant Honoré de Balzac, the early-nineteenth-century interest in biology and physics began to feed a substantially scientific fiction. In The Centenarian (1822), Balzac grapples with the quest to extend human life, much as Mary Shelley had done in Frankenstein four years before. But for Balzac, the quest is free of Shelley's religious and moral considerations. The Centenarian embraces humanity's mat erial condition: the mind dies with the body. The protagonist keeps his body alive by using elaborate laboratory apparatus (Frankenstein has no equipment) to distil the vital fluid from other humans. And whereas Frankenstein remains an alchemist, Balzac develops a law of 'human thermodynamics' influenced by physicists Nicola Léonard Sadi Carnot and André-Marie Ampère. This dictates that every mental act of wishing or willing results in an equal, opposite and irreversible reduction of bodily resources; the only way to break this infernal circle is to import energy.
English fiction, by contrast, did not fully engage with new scientific theory and method until H. G. Wells's 1895 The Time Machine, which places human activity in the uncompromising perspective of evolutionary theory and features a scientist time traveller. Between Shelley and Wells, the British field was dominated by oddities such as essayist Thomas De Quincey's partly fantastical musings on his country's rush towards technological supremacy, The English Mail-Coach (1849).
Verne spent the latter half of the nineteenth century extending the bridge between 
What sparked your interest in science?
There were scientists in several generations of my family. My father was an electrical engineer. I grew up in the university town of Ames, Iowa, which was the best place to grow up in the history of the world, if you were a kid with an interest in science. My friends' parents had PhDs or were studying for them. Respect for science was implicit. I am drawn to 'hard' sciences because I have tools for understanding them, and it is the culture I came from.
How did you become a writer?
As a kid, I read a lot of science fiction and Classics Illustrated comics, and had a series of gifted English teachers -so it wasn't a completely alarming career choice. In college I took a mishmash of physics, geography and computer programming subjects that never added up to a marketable degree. I found myself working as a typist at the University of Iowa libraries, writing my third novel sitting on a milk crate with a fan, beer and a fancy rented typewriter. It was so hot that July that the typewriter's plastic ribbon kept sticking to its internal parts. I figured out that it only got stuck if the ribbon stood still for long enough, so I hammered the thing out. It was accepted and editor Gary Fisketjon spent a year cleaning up my "loose and baggy monster". That became my first published novel, The Big U (1984, Harper Perennial), a broad, sciencefiction-inflected satire of college life.
How much background research do you do?
I veer back and forth between trying to do the right thing and blind panic. After The Big U, I thought I would write about physics. The idea was that the huge explosion in Tunguska, Russia, in 1908, was caused by a primordial singularity -a tiny black hole -popping in and out of Earth. I had a conceit that people following it put the equivalent of a bungee cord around it and got pulled out into space. I spent years writing this thing -and it was terrible. I was so scared that I had blown my chances of being a writer that I wrote another book in 30 days. That turned out to be my second published novel, Zodiac (1988, Atlantic Monthly).
How does attending scientific meetings inform your writing?
I go on the spur of the moment. It is good to be in touch, to see what people are working on. 
